Introduction by unknown
 
Syria









IFPO - Institut français du Proche-Orient
Printed version
Date of publication: 1 January 2011





« Introduction », Syria [Online], 88 | 2011, Online since 01 July 2016, connection on 23 September
2020. URL : http://journals.openedition.org/syria/887  ; DOI : https://doi.org/10.4000/syria.887 
© Presses IFPO
I – DOSSIER : STEPPE

Syria 88 (2011), p. 5 à 6
ARCHAEOLOGY AND SETTLEMENT CYCLES IN MARGINAL AREAS
This file collects ten papers publishing a part of the lectures given during a Rome’s 6th ICAANE 
workshop in 2008.
Large parts of the Near East can be considered marginal in terms of human subsistence, both 
now and in the past. Maintaining optimal living conditions in these marginal areas requires enormous 
effort, ingenuity, flexibility and enterprise; it assumes an innovating mind. New water management and
agricultural terrace systems, the introduction of drought-resistant plants, and the adoption of pastoral 
subsistence strategies could potentially make life in marginal areas more satisfactory. In marginal areas, 
however, subsistence strategies are associated with a high risk of failure. Water-shortage, and herd 
starvation are among the repeatedly returning hazards of life in marginal areas. When the prevailing 
subsistence strategies fail, societies have to adapt, leave or disappear. Archaeologists face considerable 
difficulties when reconstructing life cycles in marginal areas. One recurring feature of these cycles is the
continuously waxing and waning of settlements through time. Archaeological surveys and excavations 
document shifts in settlement locations, settlement sizes, and organization of the settlement system as 
well as of individual sites. These fascinating data are, however, still hardly understood by archaeologists. 
Within this general framework, there is room for multiple issues to be addressed, some of which will be 
discussed below.
First, the nature of the data can be explored. Archaeologists commonly reconstruct these cycles from 
survey data, but to what degree are these data skewed by issues of chronological precision, synchronicity, 
and contemporaneity of events?
Second, what is the correlation between these settlement cycles and other features of the past 
landscape? Past societies actively shaped their environment, and in marginal areas, irrigation systems, 
desert kites, terraces, et cetera are an important part of these modifications. Although dating of such
features is notoriously difficult, they can inform us about the organization of society and prevailing
subsistence strategies, especially when combined with settlement data. 
Third, what is the role of environment in these cycles? The precision of environmental reconstructions 
is continuously increasing, leading to a re-evaluation of the role of environment and climate in human 
decision-making. There is for example need for models that explore the causality between climate 
change and culture change.
Finally, how settlement cycles in marginal areas correlate to what happens in more fertile regions? 
What is the nature of relationships and influences existing between these regions? Questions such as
these serve to clarify the degree to which human existence in marginal areas is fundamentally different 
from what happens elsewhere.
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